
FROM TEXAS TO JAPAN, HAY FEVER 
MISER Y LOOMS FROM THE FORESTS.
I S  R E L I E F  F I N A L L Y  I N  S I G H T ?

Rob Laird says he never needs a calendar to know  
when February gives way to March.

It’s the start of allergy season in Fort Worth, and millions 
of Texans like Rob brace themselves for an enduring  
battle against allergies. For Rob, it starts with an odd 
sensation he’s being followed by a cloud of dust. His  
eyes and throat burn, and his lungs struggle to take  
in air. He wears dark glasses to fend off sensitivity to  
light that causes dull headaches. His nose can bleed 
without warning, and he struggles to finish the half-mile 
walk to work.

Worse, he says, are inquisitive friends who say he looks 
like he was crying.

It rears its ugly head just before spring from the  
mountain cedars that populate the state. They also  
suffer in Colorado and New Mexico, where warm  
weather and high winds are the perfect ingredients for 
mountain cedar pollination. When these forces collide, 
there’s nothing in place to halt the pollen.

Westerners like Rob call it seasonal hay fever. The  
Japanese call it seasonal misery. They sit at the epicenter 
of the allergy epidemic, fallout from the artificially high 
concentration of Japanese “sugi,” a red cedar tree that 
dominates forests there. Up to 45% of Japan’s population 
deals with three months of pollen-induced pain. 

It wasn’t always this way. Japan’s forests once blossomed 
with broadleaf trees and evergreens. But change came 
swiftly after WWII, when post-war Japan saw demand 
for construction material skyrocket. Determined to find 
a profitable timber to harvest, the government set out 
to replace what it considered useless natural forest with 
more economically productive trees. Enter the Japanese 
Red Cedar, a national treasure to the Japanese people 
but renowned for the usefulness of its wood and the 
speed of its growth. Nearly 5 million hectares of trees 
were planted. 

A funny thing happened on the way to economic  
prosperity. Reforestation proved to be more costly than 
importing less expensive timber from Southeast Asia.  
Attention turned away from the vast cedar supply,  
leaving virtually intact one of the largest tracts of  
cedar on Earth. 

The impact on public health was dramatic. Cedars left 
unharvested for decades matured, and 10 million acres  
of forest began developing pollen-bearing cones. When 
the trees bloom every February to April, the cones burst 
and release dangerous levels of pollen – by some counts, 
2 kilograms for every square meter of forest. Allergists 
count cedar pollen as one of the most potent allergens  
in nature, making way for the perfect pollen storm.

In Japan and in Texas, the troublesome cedars won’t 
be going anywhere anytime soon. Government plans 
in Japan to thin the supply are neither ambitious nor 
well-funded. The forests are vast and generally not on 
public land. In both countries, solutions to control pollen 
levels are as evasive as treatments for the hay fever  
they cause. 

Large portions of both nations are left to fend off the 
seasonal health attack, making allergy watch a national 
obsession. One of the most closely watched items in  
the Japanese news is the running count of cedar pollen 
filling the air. Tokyo alone has two electronic billboards  
to flash the day’s pollen count, and the city manages 
allergy hotlines. Sales for surgical facemasks are brisk, 
and pollen-monitoring products line convenience store 
shelves every year.

Effective and lasting solutions have been elusive, until 
now. Has one U.S. biotech company found the science 
and know-how to end the suffering? Researchers say yes, 
and that help for both countries is on the way. # # #
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